This shift in focus from foods to nutrients has led to the development of multibillion-dollar industries, including those involved with health supplements, vitamins and processed foods. The processed-food industry markets inexpensive calories, with the inclusion or exclusion of specific macronutrients or micronutrients. Instead of improving the health of Americans, however, this shift in focus has coincided with an increasing incidence of obesity, diabetes, heart disease and some cancers.
As Pollan describes, diverse cultures have evolved to eat different diets that are suited to local food supplies and growing conditions. Despite this diversity, most societies have evolved towards a healthy dietary equili brium, as long as food availability is maintained. Yet, when cultures diverge from their historical diet because of changes in growing conditions, shortages, or adoption of non traditional foods (e.g. the 'Western' diet) negative health consequences ensue. The worldwide simplification of the food chain has resulted in a significant decline in the nutritional quality of produce, and excessive food processing has led to an increase in the consumption of seeds and grains at the expense of leaves. These shifts have led to overconsumption of macronutrients and, conversely, to a reduction in the consumption of critical micro nutrients that necessitates supplementation. Despite the addition of dietary supplements, however, there are little data on the absorption and interactions of individual nutrients (e.g. vitamins, minerals, antioxidants) that would normally be delivered by whole foods. Indeed, the health benefits ascribed to vitamins and other supplements administered separately from a balanced diet of real foods have not been substantiated by epidemiological studies.
Pollan quotes Hippocrates' injunction to "…let food be thy medicine." It seems that we have come full circle with dietary advice, and it is time to get back to basics.
Back to basics: food for thought-and nutrition
Stephen B Hanauer …society has narrowed its focus from foods to nutrients and, in doing so, can no longer see the forest for the trees
